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Abstract: 
Intergenerational research has focused on contact of parent and adult children in the United States and their 
reliance on one another. But research has not addressed how these intergenerational relationships in the United 
State compare to those in other developed countries. In this research we compare intergenerational contact and 
kin reliance of seven urban industrialized countries using the International Social Survey Program. We also 
examine gender differences in the parent-child dyad on the likelihood of contact and support. We find country 
differences on visiting and contact between parents and children when compared to the United States. Aging 
parents in Australia and Hungary are more willing to rely on kin. Adult children visit parents more in Hungary 
and Italy and less in Australia. In all countries established gender role expectations for helping kin hold with 
sons having less contact with parents. Father rely on sons, sons on fathers, mothers on daughters and daughters 




Intergenerational research has focused on contact of parents and adult children in the United States and their 
reliance on one another. But research has not addressed how these intergenerational relationships between 
parents and adult children in the United States compare to those in other developed countries which have also 
experienced major declines in fertility and mortality, increased female labor force participation, and increases in 
age at marriage and marital instability. We do not know whether similarities in demographic trends have 
produced similar patterns of intergenerational relations, or whether distinct historical or cultural histories have 
resulted in distinct differences in intergenerational relations with kin among countries. 
 
Intergenerational relations are defined both by the contact and patterns of assistance between parents and their 
adult children. In the United States research on this has centered on the extent to which the elderly are isolated 
and/or lack needed assistance from their adult children. Recent research has found persons residing in the 
United States were significantly more likely to contact kin but less likely to rely on kin (parents, grandparents, 
adult children, or grandchildren) than persons in most other Westernized countries (Farkas and Hogan, 
forthcoming). This paper builds on our prior research by exploring gender differences in contact and reliance 
with adult sons and daughters for parents and with fathers and mothers for adult children in seven distinct post-
demographic transition countries. In doing so we hope to establish the extent to which gender roles differentiate 
intergenerational relations in all countries. 
 
Gender differences in kin contact and reliance have been observed in the United States (Rossi and Rossi, 1990; 
Eggebeen and Hogan, 1990) and with elder parents (Spitze and Logan, 1989), but we are not certain if these are 
specific to our system of gender stratification or are more universal. American daughters, rather than sons, are 
in more frequent contact with parents (Rossi and Rossi, 1990; Spitze and Logan, 1990; Eggebeen and Hogan, 
1990) . Spitze and Logan (1990) found that for older parents having at least one daughter was positively and 
significantly correlated to visiting, phone calls, and receipt of help. Eggebeen and Hogan (1990) also found that 
women were both more active providers and receivers of contact and assistance with parents. 
Contact levels have been observed to differ by gender of the parent and gender of the child. Rossi and Rossi 
(1990) found for their Boston SMSA study that mothers and daughters had greater daily face to face contact and 
significantly higher phone contact than did fathers or sons. When controlling for distance and the affective 
closeness of parent-child relationships, Rossi and Rossi continued to find significant differences for contact, 
visiting, and phoning. The mother-daughter dyad continued to have more contact than did the father-son dyad. 
They found several variables that reduced fathers and sons contact had no effect on mothers and daughters 
frequency of contact. Employment of either the son or father, declining health of the father, and the son’s 
number of children all reduced visiting and phone contact. On the other hand, for the mother-daughter dyad 
only one variable reduced contact -- number of siblings. Interestingly as the parents and adult children aged, 
fathers increased contact with their daughters but not with their sons. 
 
Gender influenced the quantity and variety of assistance given and received. Mothers provided a greater variety 
of assistance to their adult children than did fathers. Mothers gave daughters more comfort and emotional 
support, household help, and advice compared to sons. Fathers were more likely to assist financially, with job 
leads, and advice -- especially to sons. Eggebeen and Hogan’s (1990) research using a nationally representative 
sample also found that men, compared to women, were more likely to provide financial assistance to kin. 
An asymmetric pattern of intergenerational help was noted in the research by Rossi and Rossi (1990). Adult 
children reported providing parents with more household help and assistance when the parent was ill than the 
parents provided to the adult children. Interestingly, mothers received more assistance than did fathers from 
their adult children, although the adult children ’specialized’ on type of assistance provided. Daughters provided 
more help in domestic and affective forms of help, while sons specialized in repairing appliances or fixing up 
the parents’s house. Marital status and gender was also noted to have an effect on direction and types of 
assistance. Daughters helped widowed fathers more than widowed mothers. Sons gave widowed mothers more 
financial help and advice and daughters more often provided widowed fathers with household needs (Rossi and 
Rossi, 1990; Spitze and Logan, 1992, 1990a, 1990b). 
 
Type of assistance and patterns of assistance has also been found to be dependent on an individuals’ life course 
stage and their gender (Rossi and Rossi, 1990; Eggebeen and Hogan, 1990) . Aging mothers and fathers 
decrease their help to ill sons and daughters, while the adult children, especially daughters, increase assistance. 
Although levels of assistance provided decreases with age for parents and increases for adult children, daughters 
and mothers provide more assistance to ill kin, on average, across the life course. Gender differences across the 
life course also exist in household help. Mothers are more likely than fathers to assist adult children with 
household needs. Daughters provide more household help to aging parents than do sons. Across the life course, 
daughters provide more types and higher levels of assistance to aging parents, especially to mothers, than do 
sons. An exception is monetary assistance where sons and daughters provide similar financial help to aging 
mothers. 
 
Differences by gender in contact and the provision and receipt of assistance has been attributed to biological, 
socialization, and labor specialization differentials of men and women (Lancaster and Lancaster, 1987; Rossi 
and Rossi, 1990; Treas, 1991) . Regardless of whether the society has a high or low fertility schedule, mothers 
carry the majority responsibility for child rearing. Furthermore, the pregnancy and birthing process may provide 
mothers with a ’physiological’ edge over fathers (Rossi and Rossi, 1990). In addition because women live 
longer, are more likely to be widowed and need assistance at older ages, mothers may make a greater 
investment, emotionally and by various forms of material assistance in their children. Assuming this, it follows 
that in low fertility/low mortality societies, women might deliberately increase their investment per child as an 
assurance of assistance and contact by the child over the mother’s extended lifetime. 
 
Socialization perspective proponents suggest that the dissimilarities in expectations and experiences of early 
childhood perpetuate gender differentials for kin contact and assistance at older ages. Little girls are rewarded 
when they anticipate by play the typical motherhood roles which become realized with their personal 
procreation. Although in the past two decades women have significantly increased their paid labor force 
participation outside the home, women have continued to shoulder the majority of the childrearing, and the 
’traditional’ motherhood and adult daughter responsibilities. 
 
According to ’family organizational economy theory,’ the specialization of men and women in differentiated 
gender roles during the formative stages of their marriage persists for the duration of the marriage (Treas, 
1991). Men specialize in the formal labor market while women, regardless of paid employment, specialize in 
home production and nurturing. The distinctive family roles, although modified and refined across the life 
course, retain characteristics of the original contract. For women, the combination of the physiological edge, 
gender socialization, and the division of labor may act in combination to encourage greater contact and reliance 
with kin. Wives encourage husbands contact with his parents. Mothers prompt grandchildren to contact 
grandparents. Adult daughters, compared to sons, provide more physical care to elder parents. Grandmothers, 
compared to grandfathers, provide more childcare to grandchildren. 
 
To recapitulate, gender differences have been noted in the U.S. in kin contact and assistance that persist across 
the life course. Women, on average, have higher levels of contact and provide more varied forms of 
instrumental and affective assistance than do men. Aging mothers receive more assistance from adult children, 
except when the father is widowed. We are uncertain if these gender differences may be generalized to 
countries with distinctive contexts. However since women’s familial roles are similar across countries, we 
expect to find similarities in contact and reliance behavior that may be correlated with the biological, 
socialization, and family labor specialization of women. 
 
Our analysis is restricted by the data available to Australia, Austria, West Germany, Great Britain, Hungary, 
Italy, and the United States. This includes countries in both Southern and Northern Europe with their distinctive 
patterns of family life (Wall, Robin, and Laslett, 1983). Hungary was part of the Eastern block at the time of the 
survey providing a distinct contrast to the more vibrant market economics of other nations. The U. S. has 
perhaps the weakest public system of family support. 
 
Variations in individual purchasing power exists between these highly industrialized countries. Data has been 
prepared by the United Nations using an international comparable scale of purchasing power (PPP$)
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 (United 
Nations Development Programme, 1992) . For the countries in our data set, we find that in the later 1980’s 
persons in the United States had the highest domestic purchasing power (20,998 PPP$ in 1989) and Hungary 
has the lowest domestic purchasing power (6,245 PPP$ for 1989). The five remaining countries international 
purchasing power dollars ranged from 13,608 to 15,226 PPP$ (United Nations Development Programme, 
1992). 
 
These economic differences translate into differences in modern transportation and communication systems, 
which may have important impacts for ease of contact between parents and children. In Hungary only 158 
phones exist per 1000 persons, while in the other six countries one phone existed for every two people (United 
Nation Statistical Yearbook, 1990). Hungary spends less of its Gross Domestic Product on transportation and 
communication, about 5.8 percent, while the remaining countries spend between 8 and 10 percent of their GNP 
(World Bank International Economics Department, 1993) . The lower disposable income, reduced access to 
telephones, and poorer transportation system of Hungary may reduce Hungarian families capability to have 
levels of interaction similar to that observed in other countries. 
 
However the seven countries are very similar on several demographic, educational, and labor force measures. 
Each country ranked highly on the United Nations Human Development Index (HDI) a composite measure of 
human progress
2
 (United Nations Development Programme, 1992). The measure’s possible range is from 0.00 
to 1.00. In 1990, the HDI range from 0.976 to 0.893, for the United States and Hungary respectively, 
demonstrates the comparability of the countries on human progress.
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The seven countries are also comparable in other demographic variables. For example, the total fertility rate for 
each country was at replacement or below replacement by the late 1980’s.
4
 As a consequence of the 
simultaneous changes in fertility and mortality, these countries have increasingly aged population structures 
which are projected to become more aged over the next three decades. Between 16 and 21 percent of the 
population of these countries were over 60 years of age in the late 1980’s. By the year 2020, nearly 25 to 30 
percent of these countries’ populations are projected to be over 60 years of age. 
 
The labor force participation of women is similar in these industrialized countries. While women have increased 
their labor force participation in Australia, Hungary, Italy, Great Britain, and the United States in the past two or 
three decades, the proportion of women in Germany and Austria in paid employment remained constant in the 
1980’ s (World Bank, 1993). Women comprised about 32 percent of the Italian workforce. Nearly half, 45 
percent, of Hungary’s workforce were women in the late 1980’s. In the United States, Austria, Australia, 
Germany, and Great Britain women are nearly 40 percent of the total labor force. Regardless of the women’s 
labor force participation, wage disparity between male and female wages existed in the late 1980’ s. Employed 
women’s earnings were only about 60 to 80 percent of men’s wages for these countries (Barta et al., 1984; 
German, 1989; Schmittroth, 1991; Young, 1990). 
 
A number of hazards exist when cross country comparisons are made. Numerous variables bound to influence 
the society, (government, norms, religion, and economy for example), may operate differently for each country. 
However, these comparisons suggest that these countries are sufficiently similar to provide a sound test of 
family relations for countries with modern demographic and industrialization situations. On the other hand, they 
differ sufficiently in women’s labor force participation, history of family culture, and transportation and 
communication technology to suggest the effects of national differences on gender differences in kin assistance 
in aging societies. 
 
Data and Methods 
The data come from the International Social Survey Program (ISSP), a set of cross-national annual social 
surveys. In 1986 and 1987, as a supplement to their respective national social surveys, each participating 
country conducted a module on the topic of social networks and social support. The seven participating 
countries for this module are Australia, Austria, West Germany, Great Britain, Hungary, Italy, and the United 
States. The social support module contains questions about the availability of, and contact, with adult relatives 
and friends, as well as questions identifying the person the respondent would expect to rely on for help in 
certain situations. The seven countries’ surveys were based on interviews with random national samples of 
persons ages 18 and older.
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 Samples sizes range from 1020 in Italy to 2791 in Germany. Pooling these surveys 
together we have a total of 10,661 respondents. From the pooled samples, we selected (1) respondents who were 
parents with noncoresidential adult children and (2) respondents who were adult children with noncoresidential 
parents. From the pooled survey, 5025 adult children reported having a living mother, and 3725 adult children 
reported having a living father. Of those who reported they had living children, 2121 said they had at least one 
living son, and 2318 reported they had at least one daughter. 
 
The primary focus is on gender differences by country of residence on intergenerational reliance and contact 
with kin. For adult children, measures of contact and reliance with (1) a father and (2) a mother were 
constructed. For aging parents, measures of contact and reliance with (1) an adult son and (2) a daughter were 
constructed. Intergenerational contact was measured both by frequency of visiting and contact by phone or 
letter. The measures ranged from daily (scored 6), to never (scored 0). Reliance on kin for instrumental 
assistance was measured by using three questions where the respondent was asked from whom they would seek 
help from in different hypothetical situations. The lead-in statement and questions are as follows: 
 
"Now we’d like to ask you about some problems that can happen to anyone." 
 
1. "First, there are some household and garden jobs you really can’t do alone--for example, you 
may need someone to hold a ladder, or to help you move furniture." 
 
2. "Suppose you had the ’flu and you had to stay in bed for a few days, and needed help 
around the home, with shopping and so on." 
 
3. "Suppose you needed to borrow a large sum of money." 
 
For each of these questions, respondents provided their first and second choice for help. The response 
categories include no one, spouse or partner, mother, father, daughter, son, sister, brother, other relative, closest 
friend, other friend, neighbor, someone you work with, and various formal support systems which vary by 
question, such as social services, a paid helper, a doctor, a clergy member, an employer, or a financial 
institution. Dichotomous intergenerational reliance measures for each situation were created for relying on (1) a 
father by an adult child, (2) a mother by an adult child, (3) a son by a parent and (4) a daughter by a parent. 
The independent variables for the analyses include the country of residence, age groups and gender. We control 
respondent’s educational attainment
6
, geographic proximity across the generations
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, marital status, and number 
of children (for parents) or number of siblings (for children). 
 
Multivariate regression (OLS) models were estimated to determine the effects country of residence, age, and 
gender controlling for education, marital status, number of siblings /children, and geographic proximity have for 
intergenerational interaction. Next, we estimate logistic regression models of intergenerational kin reliance. The 
logistic coefficients have been transformed into odds ratios to aid in interpreting the explanatory variables’ 
influence on an event. A reported odds ratio of greater than 1 may be interpreted as an increased likelihood of 
intergenerational reliance, while an odds ratio of less than one is interpreted as a decrease in the likelihood of an 
event occurring. We estimate two sets of these multivariate models -- one for contact and reliance of adult 
children on mothers and fathers, and one for contact and reliance on sons and on daughters by parents. Finally, 




We begin by looking at the likelihood of contact or reliance on a parent or an adult child using the detailed 
description of the dependent variables in Table 1. Mothers and daughters have the highest levels contact and 
visiting. Most parents and children have at least monthly visits and other interaction. There are consistent sex 
differences in types of aid provided. Few children would ask their father for help when ill (less than 1 percent), 
and few parents would rely on a son when ill. Parents would ask sons for the physical help with the house 
(about 21 percent), but would rely on their daughters for help when they were ill (about 21 percent). Children 
would ask their mother for financial aid more often than fathers (11 percent and 8 percent respectively), 
however this is a result of adult children having more living mothers. In additional analysis (data not shown), 
we found that when both parents are living, adult children rely on mothers and fathers equally. 
 
The asymmetric pattern of assistance between parents with their adult children found in Rossi and Rossi’s work 
(1990) also emerged in this research. Parents reported they would rely more frequently on their children for 
assistance when ill and with household help than the children reported relying on parents. This difference could 
be the result of distinct networks available at diverse life course stages (Rossi and Rossi, 1990). Since the adult 
children were on average younger, they may have more living and healthy siblings and friends from whom they 
would seek help. As a result of the negative effects of mortality and health have on their social networks, aging 




Figures 1 to 4 illustrate the country patterns of visiting for parent-child dyad. Some country and gender 
differences are apparent. On average, the father-child dyad shows that fathers have frequent visits with a 
daughter -- especially in the Great Britain, and West Germany (Figures 1 and 2). About a third of American, 
Hungarian, and Austrian fathers visit a son daily. And nearly a third of American fathers visit daily with their 
daughters. Italian fathers had only infrequent contact with their sons or daughters. 
 
Mothers have more frequent contact with daughters. Nearly half of all American mothers visit with their non-
coresidential daughters daily, but less than a quarter of mothers see sons daily (Figures 3 and 4) . British 
mothers are twice as likely to visit a daughter weekly compared to a son. Italian mothers visit their sons and 
daughters more frequently than do Italian fathers. Hungarian mothers are equally likely to visit daily with either 
a son or a daughter. On average, when mothers and fathers visit a child frequently, the child is most likely the 
daughter. However, mothers and daughters visit each other more frequently than do fathers and daughters or 
father and sons. 
 
Multivariate regression (OLS) models were estimated to determine the effects that country of residence, age, 
and gender had on interaction when controlling for education, number of siblings/children, and geographic 
proximity. The multivariate results for visiting and contact are shown in Tables 2 and 3. Logistic regression 
models are shown in Tables 4 and 5. In additional analysis we tested for interaction between gender of the 
respondent and country of residence on visiting, contact, and reliance on kin. Only a few interactions (less than 
3 percent of 133) were significant at the 0.05 significance level. 
 
We found that gender functioned as expected for contact with and reliance on kin. Across countries, fathers and 
sons are less likely to visit than are mothers and daughters. Men are also less likely to contact kin by phone or 
letter. Fathers and sons are more likely to depend on the other for household assistance, while mothers and 
daughters rely on each other. Daughters are more likely to be asked to assist when a parent is ill -- especially by 
a mother. Sons are less likely to ask mothers for help when ill or for monetary assistance. Parents depend on 
sons and daughters about equally for monetary aid. 
 
Country differences were found for contact with and reliance on kin. Visiting parents was significantly greater 
by Hungarian and Italian children than for American families. Italian and Austrian parents are more likely to 
visit sons and daughters than American parents net of control variables. British and Australian children visit 
parents less. British parents visit sons more, but Australian parents visit sons and daughter less than American 
parents. Younger adult children are more apt to visit with a mother than older adult children, but younger adult 
children contact fathers less. On average parents and children are in more frequent phone or letter contact in the 
United States. 
 
Hungarian and Italian families depend heavily on kin for assistance. Hungarian and Italian parents rely on sons 
and daughters for financial aid. Hungarian children would seek financial assistance from their mothers but not 
from fathers. Hungarian daughters are more likely to be asked to help when the parent is ill or needed household 
help. Italians count on their daughters for household help. Hungarian children would seek household help from 
either a mother or a father, but Italian children are more apt to ask a mother for assistance. 
 
Very few other countries differences were noted on kin reliance. Children are less likely to seek financial 
assistance from fathers in Australia, West Germany, Great Britain, and Austria than are American children. 
Mothers are less likely to be asked for financial aid in Great Britain or West Germany. German and British 
parents are likely to ask household help from a son (data not shown). 
 
Age is a significant predictor across countries for reliance on kin. Older parents, aged 65+, are more likely to 
rely on adult children for household assistance, help when ill, and monetary assistance than are middle aged 
parents. Aging parents in Australia and Hungary are more willing to rely on kin (data not shown). Younger 
parents rely on adult children less. Younger adult children are more likely to depend on parents, especially on 
mothers, for help compared to middle aged adult children. 
 
Conclusions 
The main focus of this paper is on gender differences on intergenerational contact and reliance by country of 
residence for adult children and for parents. We test for interactions by the respondent’s gender and of the 
combinations of the parent-child gender dyad on intergenerational relations. We also explore if age, a proxy for 
life course stage, has a similar effect on kin reliance for adult children and aging parents in other industrialized 
countries that is has in the United States. 
 
We find across countries that established gender role expectations of parent child relationships hold. We find 
few interactions by gender and country. We observe an asymmetric pattern of assistance, most likely a result of 
changes in the parents’ and children’s life course. As parents age they expect to rely on their children who 
presumably have more resources and are healthier. 
 
Gender patterns of visiting and contact observed in the descriptive measures of the paper continued to be 
observed in the OLS models. The mother-daughter dyad is the strongest. Mothers and daughters are more active 
in visiting, other forms of contact, and providing assistance than are fathers across countries. Sons have less 
contact with mothers than do daughters. Visiting and contact remains at about the same level across the life 
course for parents and child. 
 
Traditional gender patterns in reliance are pervasive. Across all countries when ill, children are more likely to 
seek help from their mother and parents seek assistance from their daughters. When needing household help, 
son and fathers help each other, while mothers and daughters would rely on each other. It is highly possible 
given the gendered specialization of labor within households, that fathers and sons provide different types of 
household help to each other than do mothers and daughters. Therefore, fathers (or sons) would feel it was 
inappropriate to ask their daughters (or mothers) for assistance. Perhaps as the traditional gender boundaries 
become obscure, parents will be more apt to seek help from a different sex child. 
 
Parents and children rely on each other more in Hungary. Plus children visit parents more frequently regardless 
of poorer transportation systems. It may be that the institutional uncertainty in the period before the survey may 
have strengthened kin relationship. As Rossi and Rossi’s work illustrates normative obligations are closest to 
’primary kin,’ parents and children. 
 
Interestingly, in Great Britain where children are less likely to visit or contact their parents, children are less 
likely to rely on their parents for financial and household help than children in the U.S. The opposite pattern is 
observed for Italy. In Italy parents visit children, and children visit parents more. Additionally, we find that 
Italian parents and children are significantly more likely to rely on each other for assistance, especially mothers 
and daughters. We conclude that a positive relationship between level of contact and reliance on kin exists in 
these countries. 
 
Expectations of assistance change as people age. As parents age, they count on their adult children to provide 
assistance. Young adults in the formative stages of career and family building rely on their parents for support. 
In sum, we find that traditionally divided gender roles persist across countries for reliance on primary kin. In 
addition, we find that daughters and mothers had more visits and higher contact than did fathers and sons. What 
effect socialization, specialization of household labor, and biology plays on the differences cannot be untangled 
with the data. However if socialization and specialization of household labor become less gender divided, we 
might begin to expect to see a blurring of the gender divisions on reliance and contact for parents and children. 
To tap gender change, future research on this subject should to include measures of change in gender role 
attitudes and gender role practices in the home domain, as well as the work sphere. More country specific 
measures, government structure, economic stability, unemployment, and military, would provide additional 
information on kin relationships and expectations of assistance observed in specific countries. 
 
Notes 
1. The United Nations has developed an international comparable scale to capture the domestic purchasing 
power within a given country. This measure of purchasing power parity is expressed in international dollars 
rather than U.S. dollars (United Nations Development Programme, 1992). 
2. The Human Development Index (HDI), a composite measure using indicators of national income, life 
expectancy, and educational attainment give a composite measure of human progress. It is not a measure of 
human development but ranks countries in relation to each other according to how far they are from the lowest 
levels of development and how far they would need to travel to reach the highest levels of achievement present 
on each indicator. Canada with a HDI of 0.982 is the highest and Guinea with a HDI of 0.052 the lowest for the 
160 countries represented (United Nations Development Programme, 1992). 
3. Life expectancy at birth in 1990 for the seven countries in our study ranged from 69.4 to 76.8. Australia had 
the highest life expectancy and Hungary the lowest. Mean years of schooling for males and females ranged 
from 7.3 in Italy to 12.3 in the United States. Six of the countries reported an adult literacy rate of 1.0. Only 
Italy’s literacy rate was below 1.0 at .97. 
4. The total fertility rate (TFR) is the average number of children a woman would bear if the prevailing age-
specific fertility rates remained for the woman’s total fertility career. The lowest fertility rates were found in 
Italy and Austria, 1.4 and 1.5 respectively. The United States fertility rate was the highest of the seven countries 
at replacement of 2.1. The TFR in the remaining four countries was between 1.7 to 1.8 (World Bank, 1993). 
Dates on fertility measures at the time of the survey varied slightly by availability of data. 
5. For purposes of comparability we exclude 16 and 17 year olds sampled in the Austrian study. 
6. Education systems vary across nations making comparisons difficult. The education variable for this 
analysis is coded to indicate the relative educational attainment (low, middle, high) of a person in their nation. 
7. Distance from a parent or from a child is measured in the average amount of time it would take to travel 
from the respondent’s home to the relative’s home rather than in miles. The geographic proximity variable 
ranges from 1 (less than 15 minutes) to 6 (over 12 hours). 
8. The mean ages in this survey were: for the adult child, 31 years with a standard deviation of 14.2. The mean 
age of the parent was 58 years with a standard deviation of 16.3. 
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